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SIGNIFICANT EVENTS IN THE HISTORY OF 
CALIFORNIA. 

ROCKWELL D. HUNT. 

A catalogue of first things in California might easily be presented 
that would prove quite astonishing in point of numbers. It may 
not be without interest and a certain value to attempt to set down 
in order at least an imperfect and necessarily incomplete list of 
such first things in California as are deemed to possess somewhat 
of real significance in the unfoldment of the history of the Com- 
monwealth. The antiquarian may expand the limits of any such 
catalogue indefinitely. 

The first mention of California as a name, pointed out by Edward 
Everett Hale in 1862, was in Montalvo's celebrated Spanish ro- 
mance, "Las Sergas de Esplandian," published in Madrid as early 
as 1510. In this romance California is pictured as a wonderful 
island abounding in gold and precious stones and inhabited by the 
Amazon subjects of Queen Califia. Antiquarians and scholars have 
speculated much as to the true etymology of the name and the 
reasons for its application to the barren shore of Lower California 
a quarter of a century after the novel had been published: since 
complete knowledge has never been attained, further speculation is 
yet in order. 

The first printed book to mention our California of North America 
is said to be an old Spanish geography called "Descriptions Ptole- 
maical." In this rare quarto volume, published in 1759, "with a 
prettily waving shore line and her eastern bays and capes precisely 
defined, California is depicted as an island." 

The first European known to sight the actual shore line of Cali- 
fornia was Fortuno Ximinez, sailing under orders of Cortez, the 
great conqueror of Mexico. This was early in the year 1534, 
nearlv three-quarters of a century before the founding of James- 
town by the English. It is to. Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, however, 
that we owe the discovery of Alta or Upper California. This 
daring Portuguese navigator was sent out by the Viceroy of New 
Spain (Mexico), and in the month of September, 1542, he entered 
the beautiful harbor of San Diego, naming it San Miguel. 
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The first Franciscan mission of Alta California was founded by 
Padre Junipero Serra July 16, 1769, at San Diego. Theodore Hit- 
tell in his history of California suggests that July 1 of that year 
might appropriately be called "the natal day of California," since it 
was on that day that the note-worthy expedition, in four divisions, 
was completed. Others would celebrate, as our rightful birthday, 
.he 14th of May of that year, since it was on that date that the land 
expedition arrived at San Diego and the mission site was solemnly 
dedicated. 

The first California presidio, or garrisoned fortress, was estab- 
lished simultaneously, it may be said, with the mission at San Diego, 
in 1769. Other presidios were subsequently founded at Monterey, 
San Francisco, and Santa Barbara. The first real pueblo of Cali- 
fornia was founded by order of Governor Felipe de Neve in the 
beautiful Santa Clara Valley under the name El Pueblo de San 
Jose de Guadalupe. This was in January, 1777. Los Angeles, 
definitely founded in 1781, was the only other pueblo officially and 
successfully established during the Spanish regime. 

For many generations it was very generally believed that Francis 
Drake was the first European navigator to enter the noble harbor 
of San Francisco, through the Golden Gate. In the light of most 
exhaustive investigations, however, few persons now profess to 
believe that Drake ever saw the Golden Gate or the San Francisco 
Bay during the course of that memorable voyage of 1579, a date 
almost two centuries earlier than that of the first authenticated 
entrance of a European vessel into that matchless harbor. On the 
5th day of August, 1775, Juan de Ayala, commanding the Spanish 
ship San Carlos attempted to enter the harbor, which had been 
discovered by Jose Francisco de Ortega, the gallant conquistador 
and explorer who was acting under instructions of Caspar de 
Portola in connection with the now memorable land expedition 
of 1769 in search of Monterey. It is said that Ayala first entered 
the Golden Gate with a little boat; and, finding the channel both 
broad and deep, steered his good ship San Carlos into the safe 
harbor— the first ship "that ever lay at anchor in San Francisco 
Bay." The first map of the harbor and of Angel Island was that 
made by Ayala. 

Caspar de Portola was the first Spanish governor of California. 
To him had been committed the difficult and delicate task or execut- 
ing the royal decree ordering the expulsion of the Jesuits from 
Lower California, before the first Franciscan mission had been 
founded at San Diego. Portola was recognized as Military Gover- 
nor for the brief period beginning April, 1769, and ending July, 
1770, when he was succeeded by Pedro Fages. 
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Pablo de Sola, whose administration as Spanish governor dates 
from March 31, 1815, may be called the 1 first Mexican governor 
of California, since it was during this administration that Mexico 
achieved her complete independence from Spain: more properly, 
however, Sola, who remained loyal to Spain to the last, is re- 
membered as the executive of the period of transition from Spanish 
to Mexican rule. Of the Mexican governors proper Luis Arguello 
was the first, his administration dating from November 10, 1822, 
and continuing about three years. 

The honor of being the first American governor of California 
under military rule falls under Commodore John D. Sloat, who, 
by raising the Stars and Stripes at Monterey July 7, 1846, announced 
to the world that the United States would thenceforth order the 
destinies of California. During the brief period of the following 
three years there were no fewer than seven military and de facto 
governors, under the last of whom, General Bennett Riley, the 
State government was organized. 

Peter H. Burnett, one of the most active and prominent of the 
hardy pioneers, was elected first governor of the new State of 
California. His term began December 20, 1849, although California 
was not actually admitted into the Union till September 9 of the 
following year. This is explained by the fact that the Monterey 
Convention of 1849 had decided not to organize as a Territory but 
to put the machinery of the new State into operation at once, pend- 
ing favorable action of Congress. The first Republican governor 
was Leland Stanford (1862-63), who is justly known as "Cali- 
fornia's War Gorernor," and who subsequently served as United 
States Senator. 

Monterey, the official residence of the chief executives of the 
Spanish and Mexican regimes, as well as of the father-president 
of the Franciscan mission system, was California's first capital. 
It was here that the first American constitutional convention was 
held, in Colton Hall, a substantial stone structure two stories high, 
the first suitable structure for such a purpose in the entire territory 
and one of the State's most precious landmarks at the present time. 

The first capital of the American State of California was San 
Jose, where the session of the first legislature commenced December 
15, 1849. This session has been dubbed "The Legislature of a 
Thousand Drinks," somewhat unjustly no doubt, since it has been 
said that a demijohn of whisky was found in every committee 
room, and that on a certain occasion a wag hoisted a demijohn to 
the top of the State House flag-pole, "as symbolical of the gathering 
of law makers." After a lively contest the munificant proposition 
of General Mariano G. Vallejo was accepted by the vote of the 
people, and the town of Vallejo was made the seat of the gov- 
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ernment early in 1851. The corner stone for the present State 
Capitol at Sacramento was laid in 1861, and the building was 
completed in 1874, the original cost being $2,600,000. 

The Bear Flag Republic of 1846 has been accorded much at- 
tention — perhaps more than the episode merited — but this was 
not the first California republic. One of the most brilliant and 
dashing representatives of the Hispano-Californian days was Juan 
B. Alvarado, who became dissatisfied with the almost anarchic 
conditions of the Mexican rule in 1836 and placed himself at the 
head of the first California republic. But this was short-lived, as 
indeed was the Bear Flag Republic of later date; for Alvarado 
prudently made overtures to the Mexican central government, and 
was in a little while formally recognized as legitimate governor. 

It has ben alleged that the first English speaking foreigner to 
settle in California was a lad named Robert Livermore, from Eng- 
land, entering the employ of Juan Maneisidor of Monterey in 1819. 
But this is a palpable error, since John Gilroy, a young Englishman 
of about twenty years and a cooper by trade, arrived in California 
in 1814 and decided to remain. In 1818 he sought naturalization 
as a Mexican citizen, and in 1820 he gained permission to settle 
as a citizen and to marry. The town of Gilroy at the southern end 
of Santa Clara Valley was named after this early settler. In 
1822 the trading vessel Sachem opened the trade between Boston 
and California, and the English merchant, William E. P. Hartnell, 
started regular trade with the Franciscan missions in hides and 
tallow. 

Jedediah Smith led the first trapping party overland to California 
in 1826. This was significant as signalizing the historic extension 
of the American frontier and as typifying the great westward 
movement in the development of the United States. Of even 
more profound significance to later civilization was the entrance 
into California of the first regular overland immigrant train, in the 
year 1841. Indeed that year marks the departure from "the States" 
of two parties, leaving Independence, Missouri, May 6, and breaking 
the way to California ,by separate routes. The first party, under 
Captain Bartleson, comprised sixty-nine persons, including men, 
women, and children. They opened the trail by way of Salt Lake 
for a series of immigrant trains to California that is quite unpre- 
cedented in the world's history. The story of this illustrious trip 
across the great plains is told by John Bid well (in the Century 
Magazine, 1890), who became the most distinguished of all the 
members of the party and one of its latest survivors. The second 
division proceeded by the middle or Santa Fe route to the Los 
Angeles country, under the leadership of William (Billy) Work- 
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man, afterwards for many years a prominent fellow citizen of 
Los Angeles. 

Thomas O. Larkin, who had come to California from Massachu- 
setts as early as 1832, was made American Consul to California in 
1844. He will always be known in history as the first and only 
American consul to California. In the same year James A. Forbes 
was appointed first British Consul, and the following year Louis 
Gasquet was made French Consul to California, all having official 
headquarters at Monterey, where was located, and where stands 
today and a most treasured landmark, California's first Custom 
House. 

The first gold found in California is said to have been picked 
up near Saugus, about thirty miles northwest of Los Angeles, 
in the year 1834. It is certain that gold in small quantities was 
found in the Los Angeles region as early as 1841 ; and there are 
several distinct records of the presence of gold previous to the 
epoch-making discovery by James Marshall in January, 1848. As 
to the exact date of Marshall's discovery, there will perhaps remain 
a slight element of doubt, although the best evidence points to 
January 24 as the exact day. 

Probably the first vessel to stem the current of the Sacramento 
River, and thus play the role of pioneer in the extensive river 
navigation of California, was a launch, with rigging of a schooner, 
purchased by Captain Sutter from the Russians at Fort Ross. 
This vessel, called the Sacramento, and manned by a crew of Indians, 
made regular trips in the early forties between the embarcadero of 
Sutter's Fort and Yerba Buena, the journey up the river then 
requiring from °''x to eight days. In 1847, William A. Leidesdorff 
became the owner of the first steamboat introduced to the waters 
of the San Francisco Bay and its tributaries. 

The first railroad to operate in California was the Sacramento 
Valley Railroad, a short line twenty-two and a half miles long, 
connecting Sacramento city and the town of Folsom, the present 
site of the State Prison. The road was opened on Washington's 
Birthday, 1856, or thirteen years before the completion of the 
Pacific Railroad ; and its construction may be said to mark the 
dawn of a new industrial era for the State. 

California's first electric telegraph dates from September, 1853. 
The announcement of this great achievement was made in the 
columns of the Alta California of September 23: "Yesterday the 
opening ceremonies of the first magnetic telegraph company estab- 
lished and put in operation in the State of California was performed 
at the marine telegraph station at Point Lobos, eight miles from 
San Francisco. A magnificent dinner was given by Messrs. Sweeny 
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and Baugh, proprietors of the line, to which about 300 of our citizens 
sat down." The first message sent and received by the San Fran- 
cisco and San Jose Telegraph under date of October 12, 1853, 
was surely not over-sentimental. It reads thus: "Messrs. J. H. 
Coghill & Co. Send by the steamer Guadalupe tomorrow ten half- 
barrels of clear pork. G. H. Bodfish.' 

Diego de Borica, Spanish governor from 1794 to 1800, has been 
called the real founder of secular education in California. It is 
well understood, however, that the education of the school-room 
was much neglected throughout the entire period preceding the 
American occupation. Governor Micheltorena claims the honor 
of fathering the first public school, which is said to have been 
established at the picturesque mission of Santa Ynez in 1844, with 
instruction for both primary and advanced pupils. Micheltorena's 
plan for schools throughout the territory was sadly incomplete when 
the Governor himself was rudely expelled from California. 

The first Protestant college of California was the Unviersity 
of the Pacific (first known as the California Wesleyan College), 
projected as early as 1849 and bearing in its charter the date July 
10, 1851. From this institution, now beautifully located at San 
Jose, the first class to graduate from a full college course took their 
baccalaureate degrees in the spring of 1858. In the same year 
that the University of the Pacific was chartered (1851) the oldest 
college of the Roman Catholic Church, the Santa Clara College, 
was chartered by the Society of Jesus. The University of California 
celebrated its Golden Jubilee on the sixtenth of April, 1910, having 
been ceremoniously dedicated just fifty years before, under Con- 
gregational control, as the California College. It was not until 
1868 that the University of California was regularly founded as 
a State institution. Saint Vincent's College of Los Angeles is the 
pioneer college of Southern California, having received its charter 
from the State in 1869. Of the group of Protestant institutions of 
higher learning in the southland, the University of Southern Cali- 
fornia, also of Los Angeles, is the oldest, having been founded by 
representatives of the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1879. 

A few other firsts that would deserve mention in any cultural 
history of California are here given briefest enumeration. Walter 
Colton, well known pioneer after whom Colton Hall was named, 
was the first of the American alcaldes, assuming office in Monterey 
immediately after its capture by Commodore Sloat. It was Colton 
who, in connection with Robert Semple, published California's 
first newspaper, The Californian, the first issue bearing the date 
of August 15, 1846. It should be remembered, however, that the 
famous old Zamorano press of Monterey had begun work in No- 
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vember, 1834, with the printing of carnival ball invitations, the 
"Catecismo" and certain public documents. It was Walter Colton 
also who summoned the first jury in California under American 
rule: the date for this event was the fourth of September, 1846. 
Reverend Samuel H. Willey, well remembered as the chaplain of 
the Monterey Constitutional Convention of 1849, was promoter of 
the first public library, established in Monterey during that eventful 
year. The first theater of California, dating from the same year, 
is said to have been the conception of John A. Swan. This was 
a low, one-story structure, far from pretentious when viewed from 
a later generation, erected in the capital town of Monterey. 

The first distinctly religious work to be prosecuted in California 
was the very extensive activity of the Order of Franciscans, dating 
from the year 1769, the date of the founding of Mission San Diego. 
Junipero Serra, the first Father-President of the Franciscan mis- 
sions of Alta California, founded nine of the cordon of twenty-one 
missions, his official residence being at Mission San Carlos, near 
Monterey, where his remains now rest. In October, 1848, Reverend 
Isaac Owen was commissioned Missionary to California by the 
Central Board of the Methodist Episcopal Church, subject to the 
supervision of William Roberts, Superintendent of the Oregon 
and California Mission Conference. A little later, William Taylor, 
afterwards Bishop Taylor of African fame, was appointed assistant 
to the same field. Other Protestant denominations were similarly 
active. The first Presbyterian church was organized May ,20, 1849; 
the first Baptist church to be dedicated in San Francisco was that 
located on Washington Street, the ceremony taking place on the fifth 
of August of that magical year, 1849. 

Such were some of the beginnings in the marvelous development 
of the Empire State of the Pacific. As we contemplate these 
beginnings in the light of the glorious realization of destiny already 
achieved, we may well inquire, where else among the sons of men 
is there to be found such a grand conspiracy of forces that make for 
the development and expansion, in all phases and departments of 
human life and endeavor — material, political, social, cultural, re- 
ligious — as in our own loved Commonwealth, California the State 
by the Golden Gate? 



